Branhamella catarrhalis, an occasional cause of human respiratory infections, unlike most other members of the family Neisseriaceae, produces a butyrate esterase. This is capable of breaking the ester linkage between butyryl groups and carrier molecules. B. caviae and B. ovis, which are rarely encountered in pathological specimens, also produce butyrate esterase. This property can be used as a rapid test in the identification of B. catarrhalis. The recently reported rapid test for butyrate esterase relies on the release of methylumbelliferate, which can be detected only by using UV light after 5 min of incubation. In the rapid test described here, indoxyl is liberated from indoxyl butyrate by butyrate esterase and spontaneously forms indigo in the presence of oxygen. B. catarrhalis can be distinguished from other oxidase-positive, gram-negative cocci after 2.5 min by inoculating the organism onto a filter paper strip containing this compound.
Release of butyric acid by hydrolysis of ester-linked butyrate groups has been used for some time in the identification of Branhamella spp. (2). This property is detected by testing for tributyrin, hydrolysis of which is then detected by a phenol red indicator (5) (Rosco Diagnostica, Taastrup, Denmark). A similar system uses naphthyl butyrate (API, Montalieu-Vervieu, France).
Indoxyl butyrate has been used as a substrate for detection of nonspecific esterases (1), particularly in histological methods, but it has not been used as a specific butyrate esterase substrate. Loss of the butyryl moiety releases indoxyl, which reacts spontaneously with another molecule of indoxyl to produce indigo blue and indirubin (3). To assess the speed with which B. catarrhalis hydrolyzes indoxyl butyrate, 83 strains were examined and the time taken to achieve a standard blue color (as judged by comparison with the color standard Munsell 5G 7/6) was recorded at 15-s intervals. At 2.5 min after inoculation, all of the B. catarrhalis isolates gave a positive result ( 
